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Abstract: In my research I explore the practical implications of socially-based theories of 
language and writing, especially those of M.M. Bakhtin, within university foreign language 
classrooms. Specifically, I examine how these theories can inform the design, implementation 
and analysis of computer-mediated communication (CMC) intercultural exchanges as a 
support in L2 writing development. I describe a recent online intercultural exchange between 
Chilean university students enrolled in English Pedagogy and Canadian university students 
enrolled in Spanish, who were in touch using CMC tools to meet, share their writing and 
engage in peer review. I used a qualitative approach to analyze the students writing in the 
blog, identifying instances of intertextuality and the passing back and forth of language across 
the students’ writings. The intercultural CMC exchange offered positive conditions for the 
sharing of language, which led to contextualized learning of new lexical items and the creation 
of intertextually richer student compositions in the L2. 
 
Resumen: Se exploran las implicaciones de teorías sociales de lenguaje y escritura, en 
particular las de Mijaíl Bajtín, en la enseñanza de idiomas extranjeros a nivel universitario. 
Observo el impacto de las teorías en el diseño, implementación y análisis de intercambios 
culturales con uso de la Comunicación Mediada por Ordenador (CMO) para el desarrollo de 
la escritura en L2. Se describe un intercambio intercultural virtual entre universitarios 
chilenos de pedagogía en inglés y universitarios canadienses estudiando español, quienes 
usaron herramientas de CMO para conocerse, compartir sus trabajos escritos y hacer revisión 
en pares.  Los datos analizados incluyen la escritura de los estudiantes en el blog en inglés y 
español.  Usé un enfoque cualitativo para analizar los textos producidos en el blog, 
identificando instancias de intertextualidad y intercambio de lenguaje en los textos. El 
intercambio intercultural con CMO ofreció condiciones positivas para el intercambio de 
lenguaje, inspirando el aprendizaje contextualizado de nuevos elementos léxicos y la creación 
de redacciones intertextuales enriquecidas en la L2. 
 
1. Introduction 
The work of university-level instructors of second and foreign languages, such as those who 
teach English in Chile, is complex. To support foreign language learners, language instructors 
must position themselves at the intersection of a variety of disciplines.  They typically must 
draw on: 1) research into linguistics, applied linguistics and Second Language Acquisition 
(SLA) for their understandings of language; 2) psychological theory regarding how the brain 
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works and how to motivate their students and 3) educational studies, so as to be informed 
about theories of learning and changes or innovations in classroom practice (Cuq & Gruca, 
2005).  
A variety of different methods and approaches towards language instruction have 
been developed over the last 25 centuries of language teaching (Kelly, 1969).  Founders of 
each method and approach have drawn to different extents on language theory, psychological 
theory or educational theory in elaborating their philosophies of language learning.  
Communicative approaches towards teaching are currently favored within language 
classrooms, having been the “dominant theme in language teaching” since the 1970s and 
beyond (Wheeler, 2013, p. 191). One major difference between communicative approaches 
and previous methods is the underlying linguistic theory and understandings of language it 
relies on. Proponents of the communicative approach look not only towards traditional 
linguistic theory, but also draw on a variety of related disciplines that posit that 
understandings of the social world, or of socially-contextualized uses of language, must enter 
into attempts to understand and define language (Savignon, 1991; Shrum & Glisan, 2009). 
These include the disciplines of pragmatics and sociolinguistics. Adopters of communicative 
approaches have suggested that the development not only of linguistic competence, but also 
of communicative competence and other socially-based competences should be key goals 
within foreign language classrooms (Johnson, 2004; Savignon, 1991).   
However, despite the influence of pragmatics and sociolinguistics, the importance of 
socially-grounded context and social interaction on the language learning process still tends 
to be under-emphasized.  It is still, in fact, the structuralist-cognitivist-universalist theories 
of language that underlie many classroom practices (Johnson, 2004; Kramsch, 1993).  This 
is especially the case within lower-level language courses.  As Kramsch (2008) has 
explained, applied linguistics and SLA, which are typically drawn on in beginning and 
intermediate-level language classrooms, are “based on psycholinguistic research that has 
studied universals of second language acquisition rather than culture-specific modes of 
learning” (p. 12). Furthermore, this reliance on psycholinguistic theory has led to a tendency 
to conceptualise writing as derivative of oral development.  Thus, writing is often viewed as 
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a means through which students demonstrate their knowledge of structure, rather than as an 
important social activity in its own right (Cook 2005; Manchón 2009).  
In my research, I explore socially-based theories of language beyond those of 
pragmatics and sociolinguistics. I refer to several interconnected ideas being explored around 
the time of the Russian revolution that have since influenced humanity-based disciplines, but 
which have had a lesser impact on linguistic fields (Castro 2009). While the names of Bakhtin 
and Vygotsky have spread outside of Russia, their understandings of language can be linked 
to the work of lesser-known figures also active at the time (Brandist, 2004). In this paper, I 
first provide a brief overview of the work of Mikhail Bakhtin and related Russian thinkers, 
including the notion of intertextuality. I continue by examining this concept within the 
classroom, describing an intercultural exchange between university foreign language 
students in Canada and Chile. I cite examples of Bakhtinian intertextuality in the written 
work of the students, providing evidence of the applications of Bakhtin’s theories towards 
language learning through online intercultural exchange.   
 
 2. Russian sociological linguistics, Bakhtinian theory and applications for the language 
classroom 
Brandist (2010), a Bakhtin scholar, has suggested that both Vygotsky and Bakhtin were 
active within a sociohistorical context in Russia in which socially-based understandings of 
language were at the forefront. The period of time surrounding the Russian Revolution 
inspired innovative approaches towards language, giving rise to a discipline that Brandist has 
dubbed Russian sociological linguistics. With the intense linguistic contact between the 
diverse regions united under the Soviet Union, many Russian linguists began to react to the 
structuralist linguistic paradigm (Brandist & Lähteenmäki, 2010).    
One linguist who was particularly prolific was Lev P. Iakubinskii. In a series of 
articles published in the 1920s and 30s, Iakubinskii challenged Saussure’s dichotomy of 
langue and parole, claiming that language was a medium of both intercourse and ideology. 
He also described a variety of discursive genres in which language is used for both 
conversation and public discourse, highlighting the fact that the idea of a common, unified 
language shared across social classes was a myth (Akhutina, 2003; Brandist & Lähteenmäki, 
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2010; Uhlik, 2008). Boris Larin, another linguist of the time, also focused linguistic 
heterogeneity when examining the complex language situations of Russian cities.  He saw 
borrowing and mixing between dialects as a natural process that occurs when members of 
different social groups live and work in close contact (Gulida, 2010).   
Around the same time, two other scholars who focused on linguistics and literature, 
M.P. Medvedev and V.N. Volosinov, were adopting related views of language. Starting 
around 1918, both men participated with Bakhtin in an academic and cultural group now 
known as the Bakhtin Circle. During that time period, both men published works that Jean 
Peytard (1995) has called collective theses, which he believes expressed a kind of shared 
thinking among the members of the group. In these works there is a heavy emphasis on 
theories of language. They tended to share the belief that language is inherently social; that 
it is expressed through concrete utterances and participation in various speech genres; that it 
is not neutral but always involves “evaluative accentuation” on the part of a speaker; and that 
it is always multi-accentuated, through its use by speakers from a variety of social classes in 
varied social situations (Peytard, 1995; Volosinov, 1973, p. 21).  
Many of the concepts explored by the aforementioned scholars are evocative of the 
issues brought forth by Bakhtin. Bakhtin was a Russian thinker who was interested in a 
variety of problems related to philosophy, ethics, language, and literature. He argued that 
there is no static and unified language. Rather, Bakhtin described what he called 
heteroglossia, “the internal stratification of any single national language into social dialects 
[…] professional jargons, generic languages, languages of generations and age groups […] 
languages that serve the specific sociopolitical purposes of the day” (1981, p. 262-263).   
Bakhtin argued that when individuals use language they do not interact freely with 
abstract linguistic items, but instead struggle to make use of utterances they have already 
come across in previous situations for their own purposes. The act of communicating always 
requires the appropriation of utterances used by others, which already participate in chains 
of discourse on a given topic or area of human experience (p. 293-294). Furthermore, he 
noted the presence of dialogue and multi-voicedness not only in oral genres, but also in 
written genres, even single-authored texts. In a 2004 essay the American scholar Bazerman 
applied the theories of language developed by Volosinov and Bakhtin towards the discipline 
of writing.  He argued that their theories contained the notion of intertextuality, highlighting 
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the ways in which writers interact not only with their own texts and readers, but also, and 
fundamentally, with other texts.  
Bakhtin’s theories draw attention to the fact that language and writing development 
involve not only knowledge of a language code, but also come about through engagement 
with diverse of voices and discourse genres. This can help us to conceptualize L2 writing as 
an activity that takes place for specific purposes and audiences, and which is constrained and 
enabled by relationships to other texts, utterances and similar genres.  His theories can lead 
teachers to design tasks that will allow them to expand the walls of their classrooms.  It is 
now possible to bring a variety of voices and genres into the classroom by making use of 
CMC technology to allow students to communicate with other speakers, share their writing 
online and participate in online oral and written discussions.  
 
3.  A CMC intercultural exchange in university foreign language classrooms 
I drew on the notion of Bakhtinian intertextuality when setting up CMC exchanges between 
undergraduate students studying Spanish in Canada and English in Chile, enrolled in 
intermediate level language courses at their respective institutions. My aim in setting up the 
exchanges was both pedagogical and scientific; I hoped to (1) give students the opportunity 
to interact in writing and verbally with native speakers and (2) examine the impact of said 
contact on the written production of the students. The students used CMC tools freely 
available online: a blogging tool, Skype, Facebook and Dropbox. I participated in the project 
as a researcher and teacher assistant. I was not the instructor of the courses involved, but I 
assisted in implementing the exchange and collected data for analysis. 
The intervention involved the use of CMC technologies to facilitate communication 
between the students. The students introduced themselves in a blog and made and responded 
to comments. Each group posted an introduction in their native language, so that the partner 
group could be exposed to native writing samples in the L2.  Students in Canada posted 
introductions in English, while the Chilean students posted in Spanish.  Commenting was 
done in the language of the original post.  The students were also given the option of engaging 
in further contact via Skype and Facebook, and later participated in a writing exchange and 
peer review using Dropbox.  In the present paper I will focus only on the presence of 
Bakhtinian intertextuality in the blog contact between the students. 
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4. Research Question and Data 
During the exchange, I collected data to explore the following: How did the use of CMC for 
intercultural contact affect the language use of the participants involved? Did it aid in 
bringing about intertextual uses of language, such as those described by Bakhtin?  To assess 
the presence of intertextuality in the texts produced by the students as a result of the CMC 
contact, I examined their blog publications and comments, which were stored online and so 
provided physical evidence of the written interactions that had taken place. 
 
5. Results: Intertextuality in the CMC exchange 
I found evidence of intertextuality in the students’ writings. To a certain extent, and 
especially in the blog publications in Spanish, the students seemed to draw on the language 
of their partners, taking advantage of their exposure to previous, concrete language when 
composing their own comments.  Some examples are included in Figure 1.   
In my preliminary analyses of the data, I found more evidence of intertextuality in the 
posts and comments in Spanish.  Examples from the blog in English are presented in Figure 
2.  The Chilean students also read and post comments on the Canadian student’s publications.  
However, they seem to have been less likely to reproduce phrases and parts of speech from 
their partners’ messages.  In future projects, it might be necessary to encourage the Chilean 
students to focus not only on meaning, but also on form, when analyzing and responding to 
their partners’ messages in English. 
Figure 1: Intertextuality in the Blogs in Spanish 
1. Guillermo’s post (Chilean student) (October 3) 
Mi nombre es Guillermo, tengo 21 años, soy cristiano, estudio Pedagogía en inglés y estoy cursando mi cuarto año de 
estudio universitario.  Estudio en la Universidad de Concepción.  Vivo en la ciudad de Concepción junto a mis padres y 
hermanas… Me gusta ir a la iglesia con mi familia y trato de estar siempre alegre a pesar de los problemas.  Me gusta 
la tecnología pero a la vez me encanta estar al aire libre incluso bajo la lluvia y me gusta meditar sobre muchas 
cosas… 
Elaine’s comment (Canadian student) (October 6) 
Hola Guillermo,  Muchas gracias por su blog…… Yo, como tú, prefiero estar al aire libre y también meditar.  ¿Qué 
tipo de actividades te gusta hacer?  Pienso que es buenísimo que tratas de estar siempre alegre.  Yo también trato de 
estar siempre alegre, pero no soy una persona muy animada.  Soy más tranquila, pero no obstante, feliz. 
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2. Fernanda’s post (Chilean student) (September 30) 
Qué puedo decir de mí, me gusta jugar fútbol, de hecho estoy en el equipo de mi carrera, no somos tan buenas, pero 
lo pasamos bien y eso es lo más importante. 
Mary’s comment (Canadian student) (October 4) 
Compartimos una similaridad… no somos buenas en el fútbol pero nos gusta jugarlo 
3. Carolina’s post (Chilean student) (September 27) 
En la foto, de izquierda a derecha: Mi hermana menor, Camila que tiene 17 años y va a salir este año del colegio.  Luego, 
me encuentro yo (soy la que esta agachada).  Mi hermana mayor, Daniela de 28 años, que en ese momento usaba muletas 
ya que se había roto un dedo del pie.  Mi mamá, Victoria. Mi otra hermana mayor, Nadia de 25 años, que estudia Nutrición 
y Dietética.  Y mi papá, Daniel, que como pueden ver es el único hombre de la familia…Hablando un poco más de mí, 
puedo decir que soy bastante simple, soy alegre y hogareña. No me gusta mucho salir a fiestas o cosas por el estilo.  Mis 
pasatiempos favoritos son leer, cocinar (me han dicho que lo hago bastante bien o que tengo mano de monja, como se 
dice por acá)… 
Jessica´s comment (Canadian student) (September 30) 
¡Es un placer conocerte a ti y tu familia!  Como tú, tengo muchas hermanas….mi pobre hermano y padre, los únicos 
hombres de la familia. También soy la hermana ‘media’. Mis hermanas y yo somos todos tan diferentes! ¿Te sientes lo 
mismo?  ¡La frase ‘mano de monja’ es interesante! Nunca he oído de eso. 
Carolina’s reply (October 8) 
Hola Jennifer!  Gracias por leer mi post :)  jajajajaja sí, es entretenido tener una familia tan numerosa, aunque a veces te 
sientes un poco ignorada, al ser la hermana del medio :/  Yo también creo que somos muy distintas con mis hermanas, 
pero como se dice en la variedad está el gusto ;) jajajajaja decir mano de monja a alguien que cocina rico es muy común 
acá, yo creo que es un modismo chileno. 
 
Figure 2: Intertextuality in the Blogs in English 
1. Joan’s post (Canadian student) (October 4) 
Hello to you students at the Universidad de Concepcion.  My name is Joan Hall and I am an open studies student at the 
University of Calgary.  This means that I take courses that interest me without the pressure of worrying about a degree.  I 
already have one degree in Spanish and French as well as a law degree.  I’ve been a lawyer for 28 years here in Calgary 
but I’m almost retired now…. I was born and raised in Wimbledon, England...  We moved to Canada when I was 12 to 
Toronto, a big city in the eastern part of Canada.  During my third year of my French and Spanish degree, I spent a year 
in Grenoble and a year in Valencia, Spain.  If you have the opportunity to study abroad, I highly recommend it.  
Catalina’s comment (Canadian student) (October 6) 
Hi Jane !  I would like that the Universities here have open studies :/  I never travel out of Chile, and it’s a little worried 
for me study abroad, because I’m a very shy.  How is the experience of studies abroad? It’s hard be in the other country 
with a different languages ? 
 
 22 
2. Kelly’s post (Canadian student) (September 27) 
My name is Kelly Winter, I am 22, and I am in my fifth and final year studying International Business with a Spanish 
minor. I am from Edmonton, Alberta which is a city about a 3 hour drive north of Calgary…. When I finish my degree 
in December, I am hoping to work for a few months and then go backpacking through South America. I fell in love with 
traveling during my exchange in Barcelona, Spain, and now all I want to do is save my money to explore the world! I 
would love to hear more about Chile as I hope to visit sometime soon! I want to travel through South America because 
I am hoping to improve my Spanish as much as possible. 
Javiera’s comment (Chilean student) (October 5)  
Hi kelly!: I also intend to finish my major and save money to travel, I would like to know Greece, Rome, Egypt, India, 
in fact all over the world! .. but would start in those places.  
Carolina’s comment (Chilean student) (October 8) 
Hi Kelly!!  Thanks for the comment to my post :)  Is a great idea save money to travel ! You are very brave for want to 
go backpacking, I’m a little scaried when I think on it… 
Michelle’s post (Canadian student) (Sept. 29) 
My name is Robyn Brouillette… In the spring/summer I usually go tree planting. Tree planting is a summer job that 
some university students do in order to earn money for tuition. This is the hardest job in the world. You literally replant 
trees that have been cut down by logging companies day after day. An average planter can plant around 2000-3000 trees 
per day. During the tree planting season I live in a tent in the middle of a forest on a mountain, completely isolated from 
civilization. There are lots of bugs and wild animals around including bears and moose… 
Patricio’s comment (Chilean student) (Oct. 5) 
Hi Robyn, nice to meet you I’m Pablo. I was reading your introduction and I think that “tree planting” is awesome!  I’m 
learning english and I’d like to travel abroad to practice it, and if I can get some money at the same time, share with others 
guys, live in a tent in the middle of the forest, etc …. that would be really awesome! 
 
Conclusions  
In the blog comments, the students made use of their partners’ words to express themselves, 
sharing unique experiences and points of view. The evidence supports the idea that 
intercultural written contact through the use of a blog can lead students to incorporate the 
linguistic input they encounter into their written productions of language.  They are capable 
of observing uses of the language in specific settings and then drawing on these previous 
texts in their own writing. The study provides preliminary evidence to suggest that Bakhtin’s 
theories of language can be drawn on within the language classroom.  Specifically, it provides 
data supporting the notion that the experience of online intercultural exchange with the use 
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of certain CMC tools can aid students in engaging in intertextuality and then in drawing on 
these intertextual relationships to enrich their written production in the language of study.  
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